





[image: image]












Dr Russ Harris is a medical practitioner, psychotherapist and psychologist who works in private practice, online teaching and the face to face training of counsellors and psychologists. He is also the bestselling author of The Happiness Trap, which has now been translated into 22 languages. Russ is one of the world’s leading authorities on ACT, and regularly travels all over Australia as well as internationally to train a wide variety of professionals in the approach. His other books include The Confidence Gap, ACT With Love, ACT Made Simple and the fictional novel Stand Up Strummer. He lives in Melbourne.









Praise for The Reality Slap:


‘As one of the world’s pioneers of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, Russ Harris has given us a truly compassionate gift on how to (en) lighten our journey through life’s storms and calms. I had so many insightful moments that reading this book was a delight, an uplifting shoulder, and an education.’
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To my only child. When I wrote the first edition you were only five years old; and now, as I write the second, you are a young man of fourteen. In all the years I’ve known you, you have been by far my greatest teacher. Thank you for teaching me so much about living and loving; for helping me to grow and develop; for bringing so much joy and love into my life. I love you more than words can ever express
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WHEN LIFE HURTS


Nothing prepares you for those moments when reality slaps you in the face, sends you sprawling and turns your life upside down. A ‘reality slap’ can take many forms: the death of a loved one, a serious illness or injury, an horrific accident, divorce, betrayal, assault, infidelity, violent crime, job loss, bankruptcy, warfare, fire, flood, earthquake, pandemic … and the list goes on. We don’t like reality slaps, and we sure as hell don’t want them — but sooner or later, if we live long enough, we’re all going to have them. And one thing’s for sure: the bigger the slap, the greater our pain. Depending on what we are facing, we may experience shock, sadness, anger, fear, anxiety, dread, guilt, shame — perhaps even hatred, despair or disgust. Indeed, sometimes the pain is so intense, so unbearable, our nervous system takes over and ‘switches off our feelings’, leaving us numb, empty or ‘dead inside’.


Sometimes, if we’re lucky, and the slap is not too forceful, we can recover fairly quickly. We can pick ourselves up, dust ourselves down, find a solution to the problem and carry on with our lives. But what happens when there is no simple solution; when someone we love dies, or our partner leaves us, or we lose our job? If we sustain a major injury, develop a serious illness, experience a violent crime that wrecks our life? If our loved ones are sick or suffering? If the world falls into pandemic-induced chaos?


Reality slaps always involve loss. We may lose an important relationship — through death, divorce, separation or conflict. We may lose our health, or our job, or our independence. We may lose a sense of security, trust or safety. We may lose freedom, support, belonging — or many other things we deeply care about.


Reality slaps usually give rise to a crisis: a time of intense difficulty and uncertainty, where we’re dealing with something awful over which we have little control. (This is especially likely with those life-crushing, soul-destroying reality slaps that psychologists refer to as ‘trauma’.) At the same time, or very soon thereafter, comes grief. Contrary to popular belief, grief is not sadness; it is not an emotion at all. Grief is a psychological process of reacting to any significant loss. During a grieving process, we may feel a wide range of emotions from sadness and anxiety to anger and guilt, as well as physical reactions such as sleep disturbance, fatigue, lethargy, apathy and changes in appetite.


The five stages of grief


Dr Elisabeth Kübler-Ross famously described the ‘five stages of grief’ as denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance. Although she was referring to death and dying, these stages apply to all types of loss, crisis and trauma. However, they are not discrete and well-defined stages — most people don’t experience all of them, and there’s no fixed order in which they occur. They tend to ebb and flow and blend into one another, and often they seem to ‘end’ but then ‘start again’. Whatever the nature of your loss, you are sure to experience at least some of these stages, so it’s worth briefly discussing them.


‘Denial’ refers to a conscious or unconscious refusal or inability to acknowledge the reality of the situation. This could manifest as unwillingness to talk about it or think about it; or trying to pretend it’s not happening; or a sense of being numb or ‘shut down’; or a pervasive sense of unreality — walking around in a daze, feeling like it’s all a bad dream. In the ‘anger’ stage, you might get angry with yourself, or others, or life itself. And anger’s many close relatives frequently visit: resentment, indignation, fury, outrage, or a strong sense of unfairness or injustice.


‘Bargaining’ means attempting to strike deals that alter reality; this might include anything from asking God for a reprieve to asking a surgeon to guarantee the operation will be successful. It frequently involves lots of wishful thinking and fantasising about alternative realities: ‘If only this had happened’, ‘If only that hadn’t happened’.


The ‘depression’ stage is misnamed; it does not refer to the common clinical disorder known as depression. It refers to the emotions of sadness, sorrow, regret, fear, anxiety and uncertainty, which are natural human reactions to major loss.


Finally, the ‘acceptance’ stage refers to making peace with our new reality instead of struggling with it or avoiding it. This frees us up to invest our energy in gradually rebuilding our life (which right now may well sound impossible).


Fight, flight, freeze


Amidst all the chaos of a reality slap, we’re going to experience some unpleasant physical reactions. We’ll all experience the well-known ‘fight-or-flight’ response. And some of us will also experience the lesser known ‘freeze’ response.


To get a sense of what these responses are, why they happen and how they affect us, let’s go on a journey backwards in time. Imagine one of our ancient ancestors is out by himself hunting rabbits, when suddenly he comes face to face with a huge mother bear. For a split second he freezes. The mother bear is fiercely protective of the two young cubs by her side; she sees the human as a threat — and she charges.


To survive this encounter, our ancestor has only two options: take flight or stay and fight. So, faster than the speed of conscious thought, his autonomic nervous system takes the helm. Now as you know, ‘autonomy’ means making your own decisions. And that’s how the ‘autonomic nervous system’ gets its name — because it makes its own decisions about what’s good for you, without any input from your conscious mind. So your mind doesn’t go, ‘Uh oh, better switch into fight-or-flight mode’. Your autonomic nervous system makes that decision for you before you even have time to register a thought; and it instantly revs up your body for ‘fight or flight’.


So back to your ancient ancestor. Fight-or-flight mode kicks in. Large muscles in his arms and legs, chest and neck, tense up ready for action. His body floods with adrenaline and his heart speeds up, pumping blood to his muscles. He launches into fight mode, throwing his spear as hard as he possibly can.


But it’s not a good throw. The spear only lightly grazes the bear and barely draws blood. The bear is now furious, and our ancestor has no other weapons. So he runs away as fast as he possibly can. Nothing matters now except escape.


But the mother bear is faster than the man. She catches him, knocks him to the ground.


There’s no way the man can now fight off the bear and there’s no possibility of running away. So again, faster than the speed of conscious thought, his autonomic nervous system takes control. Recognising that ‘fight or flight’ is no longer useful, the nervous system switches the body over to ‘freeze’. Why? Because bears don’t like their prey fighting back. So the more the man screams and struggles, the more viciously the bear will attack him. His best chance of survival is to lie as still and be as quiet as possible.


So this is where the ‘freeze’ response comes in. The vagus nerve (the second-largest nerve in the body, after the spinal cord) actively immobilises the man: it paralyses his muscles so he literally can’t move. And at the same time it ‘shuts off’ the man’s feelings. Why? Because the less pain he feels, the less he’ll scream and struggle. So he lies there, literally ‘frozen stiff’, ‘paralysed by fright’, ‘numb with fear’. If the man is lucky, then once he falls silent and lies still the bear might lose interest and go away, or he might survive long enough for someone to come and rescue him.


Our nervous systems and bodies are hard-wired to react in these ways — fight, flight or freeze — in response to any type of threat. (It’s something we have in common with the nervous systems of all other mammals, as well as birds, reptiles and most types of fish.) Reality slaps are threatening, so when they occur we’ll all have a fight-or-flight response. Most commonly this manifests as fear and anxiety (flight), but sometimes anger will predominate (fight). And in the most severe cases, if our nervous system perceives that fight or flight is futile, we’ll go into freeze mode. If this happens to you, you may experience literally ‘freezing up’; you can’t move, can’t speak. You may even ‘black out’ or have an ‘out of body’ experience.


In the days and weeks following a reality slap, fight, flight or freeze responses are likely to arise again and again. They are readily triggered by anything that reminds us of what we have been through; this includes both things inside us — such as memories, thoughts, feelings and sensations — and things outside us, such as certain people, places, food, music, photographs, objects, books, news reports and so on. ‘Fight’ shows up as anger, frustration and irritability. ‘Flight’ shows up as fear, anxiety and worry. And ‘freeze’ shows up as numbness, apathy, tiredness, ‘zoning out’ or disengaging — and often feeds into a sense of futility, hopelessness, despair.


And now that we’ve touched on common reactions to reality slaps, the big question is …


What can we do about it?


The truth is, most of us don’t cope well with reality slaps. We easily get ‘hooked’ by all those painful thoughts, feelings, memories and physical reactions; they jerk us around and pull us into self-defeating behaviours. For example, we might overuse drugs and alcohol, or withdraw from our friends and family, or drop out of activities we used to enjoy, or fight with the people we love, or hide away from the world, or spend way too much time in bed and on the couch.


All of these behaviours are normal — and extremely common. The problem is, they usually make things worse rather than better. But the good news is, we can change this state of affairs; we can learn new and more effective ways of responding to grief, loss and crisis. This book is based on an approach called Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, or ACT (which is said as the word ‘act’, not as the initials). ACT is a science-based approach, created by US psychologist Steven C. Hayes back in the 1980s. At the time of writing (2020), there are over 3000 studies on ACT published in top scientific journals, that demonstrate its effectiveness with everything from grief, depression and anxiety to addiction, chronic illness and trauma. It’s a powerful and practical approach that helps people transcend their pain and suffering and build rich, meaningful lives despite adversity. And in the chapters that follow, I’ll take you through it gently, step by step.


However, before we go any further, there are two points I really need to emphasise. First: there is no single ‘right’ or ‘appropriate’ reaction to a reality slap. Everyone reacts differently — so please let go of any preconceived ideas about what you should or shouldn’t feel, and how long it should or shouldn’t last. For example, some people cry for days and weeks on end, while others never shed a single tear; and both reactions are normal. Second: there is no single ‘best’ or ‘correct’ way to cope with grief, loss and crisis. Everyone copes differently, and what works for one person may not work for another. This book gives you lots of tips, tools, strategies and suggestions that have proven to be helpful for many people — but nothing works for everyone. So please: experiment, modify and adapt everything in this book to make it work for your unique situation and the challenges that go with it. (And that means dropping anything that doesn’t work!)


By the time they get to my age (53) most people have experienced a fair number of reality slaps. Mine first started in childhood, with repeated abuse over many years from two close relatives. In later life, my reality slaps included the deaths of both parents, deaths of friends and family, a painful divorce, a major injury resulting in chronic pain, and an intensely stressful period of four years when my young son needed intensive ongoing treatment for a very serious condition. (To my great relief, he eventually made a full recovery. We were extremely fortunate; I know many people reading this book are not so lucky.) I’ve found ACT enormously helpful in dealing with these difficult events in my own life, and I’ve also used it to help many others.


However, what’s impressed me most of all with the ACT model is its universal applicability. Back in 2015 I wrote an ACT program for the World Health Organization, for use in refugee camps. The WHO have now used this program in a number of different countries, including Turkey, Uganda and Syria, to help refugees cope with multiple massive reality slaps: warfare, persecution, violence; deaths of loved ones; having to leave their homes, jobs and countries; and struggling to survive in the bleak living conditions of a refugee camp. I must confess, I was initially doubtful about the program; I wondered how it could possibly help people facing such great adversity. So I was both relieved and delighted when the WHO finally published their research several years later: the refugees not only liked the program, but found it very helpful for coping with their harsh life circumstances.


The book you’re reading is very similar to the WHO program. I’ve divided it into three sections. Part 1 is titled ‘Regroup’, which means to reorganise yourself after a setback, and recollect your composure. Our main focus here is on how to take care of yourself, and deal with all those painful thoughts and feelings. Part 2 is titled ‘Rebuild’. As the name suggests, here we look at how to rebuild your life, one small step at a time — no matter how extensive and severe the wreckage may be. Part 3 is titled ‘Revitalise’. Here we look at how to bring back your vigour and vitality, and appreciate what life still has to offer. (Again, this may sound impossible right now.)


As a supplement to this book, I’ve created a free eBook called The Reality Slap: Extra Bits. As the name suggests, it contains additional resources — mostly free audio recordings of the exercises within this book. You can get the eBook from the ‘Free Resources’ page on my website, www.thehappinesstrap.com.


At this point, your mind may protest; it might insist that your case is different, this book won’t help and your life will remain empty or unbearable. If so, rest assured: those are perfectly natural thoughts that many people have when they’re new to this approach. And the fact is, even though this book is very likely to help you, I can’t actually guarantee it. However, here’s what I can guarantee: I guarantee that if you stop reading now, because your mind has doubts, then you definitely won’t get any benefit from this book!


So if your mind is casting doubt, how about we just let it have its say? Let it tell you whatever it wants, but don’t let that stop you from reading. Let your mind chatter away like a radio playing in the background, and together let’s explore … how to survive and thrive when life hits hard.
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FIRST THINGS FIRST


Natalie’s face was as pale as a winter moon. Tears streamed down her cheeks and splashed on her blouse, and her whole body shook as she cried. Ten days earlier, her teenage son had been struck and instantly killed by a hit-and-run driver. The police had still not managed to find the offender. ‘My heart has broken into a million pieces,’ said Natalie when she managed to get some words out amidst her sobbing. ‘What can I do? What can I do?’ she kept saying. ‘I don’t know what to do.’


Focus on what’s in your control


When loss or trauma tears a gaping hole in our universe, most of us feel a daunting sense of powerlessness, as we struggle to come to terms with terrible events over which we have little or no control. So in this chapter, we’re going to look at some basic practical tips to deal with the immediate aftermath of a reality slap.


The first step is to recognise that fear and anxiety are inevitable; they are normal, natural responses to life-disrupting situations infused with threat and uncertainty. And we easily start worrying about all sorts of things that are out of our control: what might happen in the future, and how this might affect us or our loved ones, and what will happen then, and so on. It’s also easy to get lost in dwelling on the past: reliving those painful events, wondering what we could have done differently, imagining how that might have changed what happened, trying to figure out just who or what was to blame. The problem is, the more we focus on what’s not in our control, the more hopeless, anxious or angry we’re likely to feel. So the single most useful thing that anyone can do in response to any type of loss, crisis or trauma is to focus on what’s in your control.


We can’t control what happens in the future. We can’t control what happened in the past. We can’t control what other people do. And we definitely can’t control our thoughts and feelings; there’s no way to eliminate all those painful emotions and memories and somehow magically replace them with joy and happiness. But we can control what we do — here and now — with our arms and legs, our hands and our feet; we can control the physical actions we take. So this is where we need to focus our energy and our attention. This is the first step in surviving reality slaps: take control of your actions. Let’s explore some of the ways we can do this.


No one is an island


When Shanti’s husband left her and ran off with her childhood friend (with whom he’d been having an affair for two years), Shanti was, in her own words, ‘shattered’. Her emotional storms included roaring floods of rage, torrential downpours of sadness, and gale force winds of anxiety, shame and embarrassment. Shanti reacted to her loss by hiding away from the outside world. She cut off contact from her friends and family, locked herself away inside her house. Michelle did something very similar, following a violent sexual assault. So did Dave, after he lost his job. Shanti, Michelle and Dave all had similar motivations for their isolation. They didn’t want to see other people because they didn’t want to talk about what had happened. They were afraid it would be too awkward, too uncomfortable; that it would bring up too many painful feelings and memories.


With Helen and Philip, the motivation for withdrawal was somewhat different. Helen’s husband died suddenly and unexpectedly from a massive heart attack. Philip’s husband died over several months from pancreatic carcinoma. Following these losses, Helen and Philip withdrew from friends and family mainly because they were exhausted; they just didn’t have the energy to cope with social interaction.


Sometimes we may withdraw from specific groups of people. This is most likely when they still have something we have lost. When we see the huge discrepancy between their life and ours, it can be too painful to bear. For example, after her baby girl died from meningitis, Yoko withdrew from all her friends who had children; Alana did the same after her miscarriage. For both of them, it was just too painful to be around other families with young kids.


Rada’s reality slap came in the form of a medical condition called fibromyalgia (or fibrositis). She had intense painful burning and throbbing sensations in her upper arms, shoulders, neck, back and abdomen, along with headaches, stiffness, extreme tiredness and fatigue. This severely limited her ability to do many of the daily activities she had previously taken for granted. So Rada withdrew from her loved ones because a) it was so exhausting for her to socialise, and b) it was so physically painful and tiring to get out of the house.


There are so many different reasons why we may retreat from those we are closest to. In some cases, we might not want to ‘be a burden’ to others; we don’t wish to ‘impose on them’ or ‘make them uncomfortable’. Or we may see that others are awkward and don’t really know how to be with us or what to say to us — and, of course, that’s uncomfortable for us as well as for them. Or we may get hooked by some stoic belief that ‘I should be able to get through this on my own; I don’t need anyone else’.


All of these reactions are completely normal and natural. (Yes, I know I’ve used that phrase quite a few times already in this book — but it’s so important to keep repeating this message, because we are so quick to judge our own reactions as abnormal or defective or ‘wrong’.) The problem is, when we withdraw from others it usually amplifies our suffering. You’ve probably heard the phrase ‘humans are social animals’. If we wish to thrive, we need to spend quality time with others. Yet, all too often, when reality slaps us around we pull away from the people who care about us most. And, cocooned in our misery, cut off from loved ones, our pain only increases.


So it’s important that we reach out to others — as long as they are caring, supportive and understanding. Who do you know that you can connect with? And how might you connect with them? Face to face? Phone calls? Video chats? Text message? Reaching out to others is something that’s in our control. And keep in mind, it’s fine to set time limits on how much time you spend together and what you do: ‘Just called you to touch base; I can only chat for 5 minutes’, ‘Yes, sure — please do drop by, but probably 30 minutes is all I can cope with right now’, ‘If it’s okay with you, I don’t really want to talk about what happened’, ‘I don’t want to talk, I just want you to hold me’, ‘Let’s just watch a movie.’


It’s also fine to say ‘no’. If you’re genuinely not up to being with others, honour that; decline the invitation. Likewise, if you are interacting with others and you feel like you need a break, it’s absolutely fine to leave. Just let them know, ‘I’m sorry, I need a break, I’m a bit overwhelmed right now.’ Then go for a walk or retire to another room.


Unfortunately, one of the issues we often encounter is that other people don’t have a clue how to treat us; they try to help, but all too often it falls flat. They may offer us platitudes — ‘Everything happens for a reason’ — or tell us to ‘Be strong!’ or try to push us into thinking ‘positively’ or ‘rationally’. Or they may actively avoid asking us about what happened and how we’re feeling, and try instead to distract us, change the topic. Or they may start talking about how things will be so much better in the future, or giving us advice on how to fix our problems, or getting preachy on us: ‘God only gives us what we can handle.’ And it’s not their fault; they’re usually trying their best to help and support — unfortunately, the society we live in doesn’t teach any of us how to do this well.


Experiment


A quick Google search will reveal a vast electronic warehouse of advice on how to cope with your reality slap. And some of it’s very good, and some of it’s absolute rubbish — and absolutely nothing you find there will hold true for everyone. So we really need to experiment, to try different things and find out what works for us.


With that caution in mind, I will share two practical tips. First, a lot of people find it helpful to get out into the fresh air. Walks in nature are often quite comforting, because there’s a sense of connection with something bigger, and the relief of escape from the challenges of life indoors. Out in nature it’s easy to be yourself; you don’t have to put on a brave face for the grass and the trees and the sky. You don’t have to do anything at all. You can walk and breathe and notice the world around you, and let yourself feel whatever you’re feeling.


Second, be wary of making big decisions. It’s hard to make big decisions at the best of times — and it’s doubly so following a reality slap, because we don’t have all our mental faculties. We’re often exhausted or sleep deprived; our minds are trying to grapple with so many different things that we find it hard to think straight. So if you do have big decisions to make, consider: would it be better to postpone them for a while, or delegate them to someone you trust? If those aren’t options for you, at the very least use the ‘dropping anchor’ practice in Chapter 5 to ground and centre yourself before making that decision.


Many popular ideas about how to cope with grief, loss and trauma appeal to common sense but have no scientific validity. And one of these is the notion that you ‘have to express your feelings’. Well, the fact is, you don’t. For sure, most people find it’s helpful to express their feelings — and if you think or know that this would be helpful for you, there are many ways to do it. The simplest way is to talk honestly and openly about what you’re feeling, to your friends, family, a support group or a therapist. And a very popular alternative is to write about your feelings in a journal. However, if you’re a creative type you might prefer to express your feelings in the form of poetry, prose, music, painting, drawing, sculpting, or even dance.


However, it’s important to know that not everyone finds it helpful to do this; and it’s definitely not essential! You can survive and thrive in the face of your reality slap without ever talking or writing about your feelings. So if you’re not sure that expressing your feelings is for you, arguably the best option is to experiment with it and observe what happens. If you find it helpful, keep doing it; if not, stop.


A balancing act


The term ‘self-care’ might make you roll your eyeballs and groan loudly. But we do need to talk about it. Of course, right now, even the thought of ‘self-care’ may be overwhelming. And, if so, that’s okay. Over the next few chapters you’ll learn how to handle that sense of feeling overwhelmed and gently motivate yourself to do what’s important.


Self-care is a bit of a balancing act. On the one hand, we want to give ourselves a break; take the pressure off ourselves; drop some of our responsibilities; take time to rest up and recuperate. On the other hand, we want to keep doing things that are healthy for ourselves. So for example, many of us will benefit from increased rest and ‘downtime’ following a reality slap; this makes sense because shocking life events eat up a lot of our energy; emotional storms are exhausting; and often, on top of all that, our sleep is disrupted. However, if we go to the extreme of staying in bed or lying on the couch for large parts of the day, for weeks upon end — well, that’s likely to make us worse in the long term, not better.


Likewise, many people turn to comfort eating — chocolate, ice-cream, pizza — or drinking more alcohol than usual. In moderation, this isn’t likely to be an issue; but if we do this excessively, it’s going to create more problems on top of those we already have.


Same deal with exercise; it’s normal that our exercise routines drop off, given the stress and strain of what we’re going through. But if we give up on all exercise, then our health is going to suffer; it’s so important to keep the body moving. This is especially so if you have a chronic illness or injury, like Rada. Because of all the pain, stiffness and exhaustion she experienced with her fibromyalgia, Rada simply couldn’t do the physical activities she’d previously enjoyed for exercise and fitness, especially Latin dancing and aerobics. But without any physical exercise at all, fibromyalgia gets worse over time — so does almost any chronic illness you can think of, from diabetes to heart disease, from asthma to hypertension. This meant that Rada had to find new ways of exercising within the limitations imposed by her illness. Initially this involved basic stretching and strengthening exercises assigned by her physiotherapist, and extremely short walks assisted by a walking stick.


So it’s worth spending a bit of time on creating a self-care plan. Take some time to consider how can you look after yourself physically through exercise, healthy eating, moderating any drug and alcohol use, appropriate rest and relaxation, and sensible sleep routines. At the same time, be realistic: if this all seems too hard — too much, too soon, too overwhelming — then it’s okay to leave it for now. By the time you get to Chapter 18, ‘Breaking bad habits’, you’ll have all the tools you need to effectively motivate yourself.


And don’t forget about hobbies, sports, creative pursuits and other interests. These often fly out the window during times of upheaval. Sometimes it is wise to put these activities on the back burner for a while, as you focus on dealing with your problems. However, for many people, the sooner you can get back into these activities, the better. You might not initially enjoy them as much as you used to; you might be too emotional or tired or drained to engage in them fully. But if you persist, you may be surprised at how they comfort, encourage or sustain you amidst your suffering.


Obviously you need to adapt self-care so that it suits your unique circumstances. If you’re recovering from major surgery, chemotherapy or a serious illness, you won’t be able to work out in the gym; but there may be gentle exercises you can do while in bed. And once you’re able to get out of bed, you can gradually build up your strength over time with simple exercises your doctor can recommend. If your reality slap doesn’t involve injury or illness, you’ll obviously have many more exercise options but you might not have the energy to do your usual routines, in which case, give yourself permission to do something easier, like going for a walk.


When Natalie kept repeating, ‘What can I do?’ she was asking a valuable question. There was nothing she could do to change the past, to bring her son back, to heal her fragmented heart. However, she was able to do tiny little acts of self-care — an important step in regaining a semblance of control over her life.


Remember: self-care doesn’t have to involve great effort. Every time you brush your teeth, have a shower, eat something healthy, that’s self-care. So is reaching out to friends, listening to music you love, or reading this book. And every little bit of self-care counts (even if your mind says it doesn’t).
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KIND WORDS


When reality slaps you hard and leaves you reeling, what do you want most from your closest friends and family? Most of us want pretty much the same thing. We want to know there is someone there for us: someone who truly cares about us; someone who takes the time to understand us; someone who recognises our pain and appreciates how badly we are suffering; someone who will make the time to be with us and allow us to share our true feelings without expecting us to cheer up or put on a brave face and pretend everything is okay; someone who will support us, treat us kindly and offer to help; someone who demonstrates through their actions that we are not alone. So here’s the burning question: if we’d like others to treat us in this way — with caring, understanding and kindness — why do most of us treat ourselves so badly?


When reality slaps us around, we need all the kindness we can get. But for most of us, this isn’t so easy to access. Why not? Because our minds have a natural tendency to judge us, criticise us, beat us up; to pull out a big stick and give us a hiding; to kick us when we’re already down. Our minds may tell us we’re not being strong enough, or we should be handling things better, or that others are far worse off than we are so we have nothing to complain about. They may tell us to get a grip, or sort ourselves out or stop being weak or pathetic. In some cases, our minds may even say that we are to blame for what happened.


For example, when someone we love dies, the mind might blame us for not having loved them enough, or not having been there enough, or not having told them enough how much we loved them; and sometimes even for not having prevented their death (especially common in cases of suicide)! One of my clients blamed himself for surviving a plane crash. His mind told him it was not fair that he had survived when twelve other passengers had died — that he ‘didn’t deserve to live’. (This is known as ‘survivor guilt’.) Another client blamed herself for her son’s schizophrenia: ‘It was my fault; I gave him bad genes.’


Even if it doesn’t launch into a personal attack, the mind is often callous, cold and uncaring; and, rather than help us cope, it crushes our spirit. It may tell us we can’t cope, or that life’s not worth living; or it may tell us to stop moaning, whining, complaining; or it may conjure up terrible fears about what’s to come. And as I keep saying, all of this is normal — but it’s not particularly helpful. So what’s the alternative?


Hippy shit!


Antonio grimaced. A huge, muscle-bound Italian–Australian cop, he crossed his arms tightly across his chest. ‘Don’t give me that hippy shit!’ he growled. Antonio’s wife, Cathy, had pushed him to come and see me, and he sure wasn’t trying to hide his resentment. Several weeks earlier, Antonio’s baby girl, Sophia, had died from SIDS. Both he and Cathy were absolutely devastated, but they were both handling their grief very differently.


Cathy was doing many of the things we discussed in the last chapter: reaching out to friends and family, expressing her feelings, allowing herself to cry (sometimes for hours on end), and mostly taking good care of herself. In stark contrast, Antonio was cutting off from just about everyone and spending every evening in front of the TV, saying little but drinking heavily. And whenever Cathy tried to talk to him about their loss, their heartache, their suffering, Antonio would get angry and shut her down.


Despite his resentment at seeing me, Antonio cared deeply about Cathy and he wanted to make things better. He was quickly able to see that his behaviour was largely an attempt to escape pain. He loved his work, and during the day he could throw himself into the job, and mostly forget about his loss. But at home, it was a different story. Everything there reminded him of baby Sophia — most especially his wife. And with those reminders came pain like he’d never known. Drinking, refusing to talk, zoning out in front of the TV: these behaviours gave him some relief from that terrible pain — but at a huge cost to his relationship with his wife.
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